
REMOTE SENSING SPINOFF

A private company founded on

NASA data processing technology

leads a selection of technology

transfers in agriculture and

natural resources management

Remote sensing is the process of ac-

quiring physical information from a dis-

tance, for example, obtaining data on
Earth features from a satellite or an

airplane. The best known and most

widely used remote sensing systems

are the NASA-developed Landsat re-

sources survey satellites, which offer a

means of monitoring changing Earth

conditions through spaceborne sensors

that detect various types of radiation

emitted or reflected from objects on
Earth's surface. This information can be

put to practical use in such applications

as agricultural crop forecasting, land

use management, mineral and petro-

leum exploration, mapping, rangeland

and forest management, water quality

evaluation, disaster assessment and

scores of others.

Raw data from Landsat or other

remote sensing systems is computer-

processed at ground facilities and trans-

lated into tapes or images. The data can

then be interpreted to tell the differ-

ence, for example, between one type

of vegetation and another, between

densely populated urban areas and

lightly populated farmland, or between

clear and polluted water. The basic im-

agery can also be computer-enhanced

to correct sensor errors, to make the

image compatible with standard maps,

or to emphasize certain features. This

technology has given rise to a small

but growing industry that supports

users of remotely sensed data by pro-

viding computer-processing, data

analysis and interpretation services.

One such company is Delta Data

Systems, Inc. (DDS), Picayune, Missis-

sippi, which might be considered a

"double-barreled spinoff." It is, on the

one hand, an example of the personnel

type of technology transfer, in which

aerospace scientists and engineers

move to other industries or form new

companies, transferring their aero-

space-acquired skills and know-how to

new applications. In addition, a major

DDS development--the ATLAS soft-

ware system--is an adaptation of a

NASA-developed computer program.

DDS was formed by a group of for-

mer NASA/industry engineers with ex-

tensive experience at NASA centers in

designing hardware and software for

digital image processing systems. Says

DDS president Ferron Risinger: "This

company is an outgrowth of our previ-

ous work for NASA; its purpose is to

carry on beyond NASA's role in trans-

ferring remote sensing technology."

Risinger was formerly a systems engi-

neer with Lockheed Electronics, later a

computer systems analyst for the NASA

Earth Resources Laboratory at the Na-

tional Space Technology Laboratories.

In the latter connection, Risinger

was project leader for installations--at
Ames Research Center and other facili-

ties-of the NASA-developed computer

program for processing remotely

sensed data called ELAS (Earth Re-

sources Laboratory Applications Soft-

ware). After founding DDS, he and his

associates used ELAS as a "shell" for

developing the company's ATLAS geo-

graphic information system, used to

process satellite and aircraft data, to

digitize soil and topographic maps and

to generate land use maps. The ATLAS
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systemhasbeenusedbyanumberof
DDSclientsforproducinglandcover
classificationmaps.AlthoughATLAS
wasdevelopedforgeographicuse,
DDSalsoplanssomemedicalapplica-
tionsthatinvolveprocessingofdigital
imagedata.Anunusualapplicationis
computer-directedtunaprocessing;the
computerassignsvaluestodifferent
partsof thefish(catfood,whitemeat,
darkmeat,etc.),thendirectsthe
movementsofaroboticcutting
waterjettoslicethetunawith
maximumefficiency.

Thecompanyestimatesthatuseof
ELASasabasisforATLASdevelopment
savedanadditionalfourman-yearsthat
wouldhavebeenrequiredto develop
the100applicationsmodulesin the
ATLASsystem.ELASwassuppliedto
DDSbyNASA'sComputerSoftware
ManagementandInformationCenter
(COSMIC)®,anextensionofNASA's
TechnologyUtilizationProgramwhich
providesNASAcomputerprogramsto
otheragenciesof thegovernmentand
to theprivatesector(seepage127).

AmongDDShardwaredesignsarea
microprocessor-basedsystemforpro-
ductioncontrolandenergymanage-
mentsystems,turnkeyremotesensing
systemsandhighspeedinterfacesbe-
tweenseveraltypesof computersand
associatedequipment,suchasimage
displays.DDSalsoprovidesanumber
of specializedservicesfortheremote
sensingcommunity,includingcon-
sultation,trainingpersonnelinuseof
theATLASsystem,in-housedatapro-

cessingandon-sitedataprocessing
support.Thecompany'scustomersin-
cludeprivatefirms,educationalinstitu-
tions,stateandfederalagencies,among
themtheNationalParkService,Van-
denbergAirForceBase,theFlorida
DepartmentofTransportationand
severaluniversities.•

In the upper photo, a Delta Data Systems techni-

cian is computer-enhancing a Landsat image to

include geographic coordinates. At right, com-

pany president Ferron Risinger is adjusting a

wire wrap board, one of a number of hardware

systems developed by Delta Data Systems for

processing remotely sensed data.

®COSMIC is a registered trademark

of the National Aeronautics and

Space Administration.
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